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THE MEANING OF THE FRENCH TRIAL 
By CLEMENS DUTT 


“We mean to fight on until Liberty is won,” declared 
Monsieur Reynaud, the new French Prime Minister, in « 
broadcast to the U.S.A. on April 1. 

Two days later, on April 3, 1940, a Military Court, hold- 
ing its sessions behind closed doors, passed sentences on 44 
French Communist members of Parliament, all but eight 
receiving the maximum sentence that the Court could impose. 
namely five years’ imprisonment, loss of civil and political 
rights, and a fine. The others were sentenced to four years’ 
imprisonment and will be sent to a Military concentration 
camp. 

THE DEATH DECREES 

Within a few days this was followed by the most savage 
decree against working-class militants ever imposed by any ~ 
European Government even in wartime, when the French 
Government proclaimed the death penalty for all forms of 
Communist activity in France. 

Under the terms of this decree, the crime of “‘ preparing, 
stocking or supplying instruments of Communist propaganda” 
is punishable by the guillotine. Hundreds of thousands of 
workers who are trying to defend their standards and rights 
are now liable to come under the executioner’s axe. To 
collect facts and figures on wages and conditions is “ pre- 
‘paring’ and means death. Merely to be in possession of 
Communist leaflets about factory conditions is “ stocking ” 
and means death. For a worker to pass a leaflet to another 
in the factory or the Paris Underground is “ supplying” and 
means death. Even tsarist Russia did not impose the death 
penalty for the distribution of revolutionary literature. 

But this is not all. Further decrees extend the death 
penalty to anyone guilty of an act “ tending to the demoralisa- 
tion of the army or the civilian population.” The bitterest 
enemies of the working class vill be the judges of the 
“tendency” of any particular action, and past experience 
enables one to imagine how widely they will interpret the 
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decree. France is being converted into a prison house where 
the savagery and barbarism of extreme reaction reign supreme. 

This revelation of a despotic and violent regime more 
Ferocious than tsarism or Hiderism is at the same time a sign 
that France has become an active battleground of working 
class struggle against the war and capitalist class rule. 

Just as in the last war, the trial of Licbknecht in Ger 
many and of the six Bolshevik deputies in Russia foreshadowed 
the revolutionary events of 1917-18, so the trial in France ex 
presses the real relation of the French working class to the war. 


THE WORKING CLASS IN CHAINS 

The savage attack of reaction has been launched in the 
first place against the Communists. This is only natural, for 
the French Communists comprise the leading militant 
elements of the working class, the outstanding defenders of 
the interests of the people as a whole. Hence any attack on 
the working class has to settle with them first. 

The attack has meant the suppression of the French 
Communist Party, the largest political party in France, with 
over 300,000 members, and ‘derientdia Parliament by 74 
members elected by nearly one and a half million votes. It 
has meant thousands of arrests and sentences, the disfranchise- 
ment of a large section of the electorate, the dissolution of 
hundreds of municipal councils, the break up of the trade 
union movement. 

In Paris alone there were more than 2,000 arrests in the * 
first month of the war. In a statement before the Senate, M. 
Sarraut, the Minister of the Interior, stated officially that more 
than 3,400 Communist leaders had been arrested by the 
Daladier Government and that throughout France, 2,778 
Communists clected to official positions had been dismissed, 
and two leading Communist newspapers and 159 other 
publications had been suppressed. The actual number of 
arrests is probably much higher. ; 

The proclaimed grounds for the suppression of the 
Communist Party was its approval of the Sovict-German 
Non-Aggression Pact. Buc as a matter of fact, the French 
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Yellow Book records that Foreign Minister Bonnet had 
already informed the German Ambassador at the beginning 
of July that measures would be taken against the Communist 
Party. Moreover, the Party’s newspaper, l’Humanité, with 
the third largest circulation in France, was suppressed before 
the outbreak of war. 

Hence the attack on the Communist Party was not so 
much a war measure, as the use of the war as an opportunity 
to carry out the full programme of French reaction, which 
had been decided on long before, 

In this programme the suppression of the Communist 
Party is seen to be, not an isolated attack on a political 
opponent, but a vital condition for the wholesale destruction >f 
the wages, standards of life and political rights of the millions 
of French workers and peasants. 

The death decrees are only the latest of a long series of 
decrecs establishing slave conditions of labour and a penal 
regime to enforce their acceptance by the workers. 

The Daladier Government signalised its entry into office 
a full two years ago by issuing a chain of emergency decrees, 
by increasing indirect taxation, attacking the go-hour week. 
causing further devaluation of the franc and rise of the cost of 
living, and registering the French Government’s submission 
to the will of Chamberlain and British finance. 

After the Munich surrender, the fight to destroy all the 
gains won by the workers through the Popular Front came 
into the open. The decrees of November 1938 established 
compulsory overtime, further increased taxation on articles 
of mass consumption and scrapped the programme of social 
reforms. After the general sirike which followed had been 
smashed by industrial conscription, a further development and 
extension of the decree laws against working-class standards 
was put through to the accompaniment of brutal persecution 
of working-class militants. : 


FORCED LABOUR CONDITIONS 


The latest decrees complete the reduction of French 
workers to a state of economic serfdom. According to official 
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information, the 60-hour week is now general for all indus- 
tries, and with official sanction a 72-hour week may be 
worked. But the law humanely decrees that for women and 
children the maximum is 60 hours per week! The 11-hour 
day is general; with special permission it may be 12 hours; 
while for children it is 10 hours. Overtime is paid after qo 
hours, but with a deduction of 4o per cent. 

Wage rates are fixed at the level of September 2, 1939, 
although prices have risen by 20 to 50 per cent since then. All 
workers are docked 5 per cent off wages, as a special tax 
imposed at the outbreak of the war. In addition there is a 
15 per cent National Tax on wages above 700 francs (£40) 
per year earned by men of military age not serving in the 
army. The effect is that earnings for 60 or more hours a week 
are brought down to the level of wages previously earned for 
a 4o-hour week, without counting the rise in the cost of living. 

The long schedule of penalties is noteworthy, For a breach 
of discipline, wages are Mees by 50 per cent. A strike is 
punished by two to six months imprisonment; if in national 
industry, up to five years imprisonment may be imposed and 
a heavy fine. For sabotage, the penalty is death, : 

Nor is this all, Wage agreements are subject to Govern- 
ment approval. The election of shop stewards in the factories 
is forbidden, their place being taken by men chosen with 
Government approval, just as in Nazi Germany. 

Workers in reserved occupations may not change their 
employment without permission, but the Government can 
move them about at will. In national industries, e.g., rail- 
ways, the workers and officials are given military ranks and 
work under military discipline. 


TRADE UNIONS SMASHED—LEADERS ARRESTED 

To be able to impose such conditions of slavery, the basic 
defensive organisations of the working class, the trade unions, 
have to be broken up. On the pretext of eliminating Com- 
munists, and with the help of the reformist trade union leader- 
ship, the French trade union movement has been smashed 
from top to bottom. 
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According to Sarraut’s report to the Senate, 620 trade’ 
unions have n dissolved, and their funds and properties 
confiscated, 


The purged and reconstructed trade unions under the 
reformist ie who act as creatures of the dictatorial regime, 
claim a membership of only about a million, in contrast to 
the five million of the united trade union movement before 
the war, and they probably have less. 


Among the many trade union leaders in prison are the 
General Secretaries of six big unions—those of the railway- 
men, transport workers, textile federation, metal workers, 
chemical workers and woodworkers. Included also are the 
joint secretary of the French General Confederation of Labour 
and the Secretary of the Paris Trades Council. These men 
—Semard, Garcia, Delobelle, Croizat, Finck, Becker, Raca- 
mond and Reynaud—led the fight for the 4o-hour week and 
other big gains of the Popular Front. 


By a decree issued at the same time as that imposing the 
death penalty for propaganda, these trade union leaders and 
hundreds more are to be transferred to concentration camps 
in Northern Africa. The infernal conditions awaiting them 
there are already notorious, for many Spanish Republican 
refugees were interned there. 


HOW THE POPULAR FRONT WAS SHATTERED 

Such is the sorry and tragic effect of the break up of the 
Popular Front, which in 1934-36 defeated fascist reaction in 
France. Democratic France no longer exists, The Popular 
Front acclaimed and supported by the mass of the French 
people has been replaced by the most brutal reaction. 


It would be a mistake to regard this as due to war 
conditions, The transformation began long before. Already 
two years ago the Popular Front Government was transformed 
into a government without mandate from the country, 
pursuing a policy approved by the reactionary groups which 
were defeated in the 1936 election. 
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The Popular Front was strangled by Anglo-French 
finance capital with the connivance of the “ Socialist ”’ leaders. 
From the very start the powerful capitalists of the ‘‘ 200 
families,” who rule France through the Bank of France, 
embarked on a campaign to defeat the will of the people. 
They subordinated all national interests to the aim of 
shattering the Popular Front. They did not scruple to 
sabotage production, they refused to make the necessary 
capital expenditure for new factories, machinery, national 
-defence needs, etc. Instead they exported their capital abroad 
to the tune of about {600 millions, making fortunes 
out of the consequent devaluation of the franc and rise of 
internal prices. ‘They gave one more illustration how the 
reality of capitalist dictatorship prevails in spite of the forms 
of parliamentary democracy. 

In this they had the full support of the British financiers 
and capitalists. More and more French capital came under 
the domination of British capitalism. Each step in the 
disintegration of the Popular Front took place under pressure 
from Britain. The policy of non-intervention in Spain, then 
Munich, and finally the war, registered France's completely 
subordinate role in foreign policy. In the war situation, 
British and French imperialism are drawn together into a 
single system, in which France has less real independence than 
a British dominion. : 

The reign of terror in France is not something happening 
in a remote country or in one where the conditions of the 
workers are only a matter of abstract fraternal interest to the 
British working class. It is taking place in a country in which 
British capitalism, headed by the British Tory Government, 
acts directly, in a country all of whose measures are concerted 
in unison with Britain. We, in this country, have therefore a 
responsibility towards the events in France, which cannot 
be evaded. 

The responsibility is so much the greater on account of 
the essential help given by the leaders of the reformist Socialist 
International in shattering French democracy and the French 
Labour Movement. 


- 


“ SOCIALIST ” ALLIES OF REACTION 


It was the French “ Socialist’ Premier, Blum, who 
refused altogether to apply the essential economic proposals 
of the Popular Front programme, who instituted the “pause,” 
the decision to abandon the further fulfilment of the pro- 
gramme, as early as March, 1937, and who sponsored the 
blockade of Republican Spain under the name of non- 
intervention. It was the British Labour Party that approved 
his disastrous policy. 

A primary factor in the shattering of the Popular Front 
has been the ‘* Socialist’ sabotage of working-class unity. 
The rapid growth of the Communist Party after 1926, so that 
its membership outnumbered the ‘Socialist’ Party by 50 
per cent, made the “ Socialists" afraid of being swamped in 
a united party, and was one ‘of the reasons why they 
deliberately broke all unity negotiations. The fundamental 
differences in policy also led to bitter “ Socialist’ attacks on 
the Communists who did all they could to maintain the 
Popular Front in practice. 


Before the war many still believed that the rejection of 
working-class unity and support of Anglo-French reactionary 
measures by the Socialist leaders was not a sign of disloyalty 
to the Popular Front but arose from the constraint of 
governmental responsibility. But, as in 1914, the war has 
revealed that in time of crisis Social-Democracy acts as the 
bulwark of capitalist reaction. The ‘ Socialist” leaders in- 
cited and assisted the attack on the Communists and, through 
them, on the French working class. It was Blum and the 
“Socialists” who were loudest in calling for the suppression 
of the Communist Party; it was the “ Socialist ” parliamen- 
tary leaders, Blum and Barthelémy, who openly voiced the 
demand for the death penalty against Communists. 

And in this country too, the labour echoes of Chamber- 
lain and Churchill reflect the subservience of the French 
“ Socialists” to the regime of Daladier and Reynaud. Sir 
Walter Citrine has not hesitated to pronounce the suppression 
of the French Communists “ perfectly logical.” It is not 
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without significance that in his broadcast of April 8 he dwelt 
on the perfect accord between Britain and France without 
one word of comment on the French ial or the introduction 
of the death decrees which had just taken place. 


THE TRIAL OF THE COMMUNIST DEPUTIES 

All the issues of the French situation come to a sharp 
focus in the vivid light of the trial of the French Communist 
Deputies. 

Who are these men, and what is the charge against them? 

They are the elected representatives of more than a 
million French citizens, men whose whole lives have been 
devoted to defending the interests of the French toilers. They 
include such figures as André Marty, the hero of the revolt of 
the French navy in the Black Sea in 1919, which put an end 
to the French intervention there against Soviet Russia. They in- 
clude men like Maurice Thorez, the miner, a veritable “‘ son 
of the people,” under whose brilliant leadership the French 
Communist Party beat back the fascists, built up the 
Popular Front, and recruited 200,000 new members for the 
struggle for a France that would be strong, free and happy. 

When the Communist Party was, declared illegal, the 
Communist deputies were left without the possibility of func- 
tioning in the Chamber of Deputies, for contrary to procedure 
in the British House of Commons, individual members do not 
have the right to initiate or take part in major debates. Par- 
liamentary business is carried through on a basis of party 
blocs. The Communist members, therefore, constituted 
themselves as a “‘ Workers’ and Peasants’ Group,” which was 
accepted and ratified by the President of the Chamber, 
M. Herriot. i 

At the beginning of October, this group addressed a letter 
to M. Herriot asking for time to be afloteed for discussion of 
the Soviet-German peace proposals. 

It is this ‘‘ criminal ** document that forms the basis of 
the accusation in the trial. Thirty-five of the deputies were 
cast into prison, many of them having been arrested in the 
early days of the war. The imprisoned men included Flori- 
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mond Bonte and Ramette, who signed the letter on behalf of 
the Group and appeared in the Chamber in order to present it. 
Nine other deputies were charged in their absence. 

The trial of the M.P.s began on March 20, after most of 
the accused had spent some five months in the Santé Prison, 
treated as common criminals and deprived of all facilities for 
preparing their case. They were tried by a Military Court 
consisting of six military officers and one private soldier. 


THE INDICTMENT 
The charge against them accuses them of 
“Having, by participating in the constitution and 

functioning of a group entitled the ‘ French Workers’ 
and Peasants’ Group,’ and particularly by drawing up 
and sending out on October 1 a letter addressed to the 
President of the Chamber of Deputies, which preaches 
peace, under the auspices of the Soviet Union, taken part 
in an activity which has directly or indirectly the object 
of propagating the slogans emanating from or dependent 
on the Third Communist International and organs con- 
trolled in fact by this International.” 

There are, in effect, three counts in this indictment, only 
the first two of which constitute specific acts. These counts 
are: (1) formation of the Workers’ and Peasants’ Group, (2) 
the presentation of the letter supporting peace proposals, and 
(3) connection with the Communist International. 

The preposterous nature of the charges under the first 
two heads is at once apparent. They are acts that were under- 
taken by the accused in pursuance of their function as 
deputies and fully covered by their parliamentary immunity. 
The French Constitution specifically declares (Article 15): 

“No member of one or othe! of the Houses can be prosecuted 
because of opinions or votes given by him in the exercise of his 
functions.” ‘ 

As for the formation of the Workers’ and Peasants’ 
Group being the reconstitution of a dissolved Party, the 
deputies were able to put forward a letter of the President of 
the Chamber assuring them that it was legal and constitutional. 

What hypocrisy, moreover, to make this the basis for a 
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charge while the dissolved fascist “‘ Croix de Feu," closely 
linked up with the terrorist organisation of the “‘ Hooded 
Men,” had been allowed to carry on its nefarious activity 
without the slightest hindrance by simply renaming itself the 
French Popular Party. 


THE SPECTRE OF COMMUNISM 

It is clear that the crux of the case lay, not in any overt 
act of the accused, but in the final, vaguely worded, count 
of the indictment, that the deputies were members of the 
Communist International, 

This was the reality behind the trial. This was the reason 
why Daladier publicly vilified them and denounced them as 
“traitors” in speeches in parliament and on the radio, long 
before the trial had begun, in complete disregard for judicial 
procedure. Daladier, as head of military justice, bringing 
these men before a military tribunal and demanding in 
advance that they be sentenced as traitors, is a complete 
parallel to the blustering Goering at the Dimitrov trial. 

And just as Dimitrov .hurled defiance at the Fascist 
oppressors, just as he was able to convert the Leipzig trial 
into a forum which held the attention of the world, and where 
he was able to change the roles and become the accuser in 
the name of the Comnohunist International, so also in this trial 
the 35 Communist leaders played their historic part as 
accusers in the name of the French and international working 
class, . 

French imperialism, more cowardly than Hitler Fascism, 
decreed that the trial should be held behind closed doors. 

But already when each of the accused. was individually 
charged, the opportunity was taken to indict the French 
Government and to make the real reasons for the trial known. 


DEFEATING THE SECRET COURT 
The legal battle against a secret trial took up twelve hours. 
held in public session. 
“There is no precedent for a, political trial in France 
taking place tichind closed doors,”’ declared the defending 
lawyer Zevaes. “ The trials of Danton, Babcuf and Blanqui 


12 


were all public. The judge may say ‘ we afe at war,” but 
during the last war there was no case of a trial being held in 
secret.” 

But the military judges were not concerned with public 
opinion or with legal rights. They had their orders from 
French reaction which was afraid of the public exposure of 
its vileness, and the rest of the trial, lasting two weeks, was 
held in secret. 

Nevertheless, the M.P.s broke through the conspiracy of 
silence. They ingeniously utilised every legal possibility of 
making the facts known to the public. ‘They seized upon 
every dicbatable point in the procedure and demanded formal 
rulings on them. By French law, the judges were obliged to 
give such rulings in public. "The immense crowd waiting 
outside the court for just such an opportunity had to be let in. 

At such times a written summary of the arguments of 
both prosecution and defence, submitted by them, had to be 
read out. In their summary the defence included stirring 
political statements which were thus given publicity. 


THE FRENCH WORKERS AGAINST THE WAR 

The trial of the 44 French Communist leaders symbolised 
the attempt of the French money power to stifle the expression 
of the French working-class struggle against its oppressors. 

The Communist deputies, who have torn the veil from 
French reaction, were carrying on the historic tradition of the 
best working-class fighters in time of war. They represent 
the descendants and continuers of the Paris Communards. 
while their persecutors, the Daladiers, the Blums and 
Jouhaux, take their place as up-to-date offspring of those 
who drowned the Commune in blood. 

The attack on the French Communists is an attack on 
the real defenders of French national interests, on those who 
are carrying forward the international struggle against 
imperialism which was waged by the Bolshevik Party in 
Russia in 1914-1917. 

The French Communists follow the glorious tradition of 
Karl Liebknecht who, when he appeared in private’s uniform 
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before a Royal Court Martial in May 1916 on a charge of high 
treason, boldly justified the attitude of international socialism. 
Liebknecht declared : 

“High treason is perfect nonsense for an international 
socialist. He knows no foreign power to which he could even 
think of ‘ giving assistance.’ He is just as opposed to every 
foreign capitalistic government as to his own. Not ‘to give 
assistance to a foreign power,’ but ‘to work internationall 
and jointly with the Socialists of other countries for the simul- 
taneous overthrow of all imperialist power ' is the quintessence 
of his striving. 

“He fights in the name of the international proletariat 
against international capitalism. He attacks it just where he 
finds it, and where he can give it an effective blow. That is 
to say, in his own country... If the German Socialists, for 
instaiice, were to combat the English Government and the 
English Socialists the German Government, it would be a 
farce or something worse. He who does not attack the enemy, 
Imperialism, represented by those who stand opposed to him 
face to face, but attacks those from whom he is far away and 
who are not within his shooting range, and that, even with 
the help and approbation of his own Government (i.e., those 
representatives of Imperialism who alone are directly opposed 
to him) is no socialist, but a miserable hack of the ruling class. 
It is in this spirit that the Communist deputies justified 

their fidelity to the Communist International. 


THE COMMUNIST MOVEMENT LIVES 

Anglo-French reaction by this trial, by its regime of 

savagery in France, admits the strength of its enemy. The 
lackeys in the socialist camp gloat with malignant glee over 
the arrest and persecution of Communist workers. 
‘But neither the one nor the other can arrest the progress 
of the working-class struggle against the war led by the 
French Communist Party. As tsarism discovered, it is 
impossible to put the whole working class in prison. 

In spite of all persecution, all death penalties, the move- 
ment lives and grows. Sarraut, the Minister of the Interior, 
in his speeches Re continually had to emphasise the reality 
of the Communist danger. 
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M. Chautemps, radical ex-prime minister, Vice-President 
of the Senate, testified in the debate on the expulsion of the 
Communist deputies on January 19, 1940: 

“It is undoubtedly true that since the beginning of the 
war Communist propaganda has been intensified.” 

The fascist paper Gringoire rcported recently that it is 
“undeniable that Communist groups have been reconstituted 
in the workshops and factories,” and that Communist 
propaganda was ‘“‘always one hour, one idea, one trick in 
advance of the police.” 

Less than a week before the trial, the right-wing spokes- 
man, Fernand Laurent, speaking after Daladier’s statement, 
declared : 

“Communism, despite your action, despite the activities 
of the Minister of the Interior, has not becn disarmed. Only 
yesterday, the letter from the Communist deputies to M. 
Herriot demanding immediate peace, was being distributed 
in the Underground. What help it will gain frony the Soviet 
success on the Finnish battlefield !” 

The war reveals itself more and more clearly as a deep 
crisis of capitalist society. The raging terror in France only 
exposes the rottenness of the foundations of the French social 
structure. 

The French Communists are strong in the knowledge 
that they express and lead to realisation the instinctive desire 
of the masses for liberation from this ruinous system. 

The French Communists know that in liberating itself 
from its chains, the working class will free the whole people, 
that the national interests of France demand the leadership of 
the French working class. They know that peace will only 
come when the workers overthrow their oppressors, restore 
freedom to the people and begin to create a new Socialist 
world. . 

In this war the French working class, with the Com- 
munists already the largest section within it, occupies a van- 
guard position among the countries. It is a leader in the 
international struggle of the working class for the ending of 
the war by the downfall of imperialism. 
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FRENCH WORKERS LOOK TO BRITAIN 

Among the rank and file of British workers there is an 
instinctive sense of solidarity with the French workers who 
are fighting back against the savage decrees and foul 
oppression. 

It is instinctively felt that what lics in store for British 
workers, the fate of democracy and working-class rights in 
this country, is intimately bound up with the fate of the 
French workers. It is widely felt that the oppression in 
France is the forerunner of similar oppression naw being 
prepared for in Britain. 

Hundreds of trade union and Labour bodfes in this 
country have passed resolutions greeting the fearless ight of 
the Communist deputies on trial and condemning the ‘scandal 
of the trial and anti-working-class regime. 

Inspired by the fight of the French militants, the workers 
of Britain will strengthen their own fight for the ending of 
the war and the overthrow of reaction. 

A tremendous movement for the release of the deputies 
should swecp the country. This is no mere question of 
abstract sympathy or general defence of justice and humanity. 
Tt must G remembered that the responsibility for the trial 
rests as much on the British Government as on the French, 
that behind the French dictators stand Chamberlain and 
Company who have the upper hand in the Anglo-French 
combination. 

It must be remembered that, in one form or another, 
there is a growing demand in the ranks of the Anglo-French 
capitalists and their hangers-on for a closer “ alignment ” of 
wages and conditions in Britain and France. 

The fight of the French workers is our fight. 

Demand the complete release of the deputies! 

Demand the withdrawal of the death decrees! 

Demand the restoration of democratic rights and freedom 
of political organisation! 

Send protests to the French Embassy! 

Fight the war by fighting the enemy at home and by 
organising the masses to act in the cause of peace. 
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